This paper studies whether a better educational performance enhances the chances of success at entry into the Italian labour market. Two indicators of educational performance are considered: the ¢nal grades in the diploma achieved and the speed with which a given educational quali¢cation was completed. It is argued that the Italian educational system is highly standardized, in terms of the curricula and the examination system. Thus, it provides employers with information that can be used when making decisions about whom to employ. Therefore, educational performance should be rewarded by employers. At a theoretical level, a queuing model of the functioning of the labour market is speci¢ed and the need to distinguish the processes that lead to dependent employment and self-employment is highlighted. The empirical analysis is based on the Italian Household Longitudinal Survey and consists of an event-history analysis of the duration of ¢rst job search and a regression-type analysis of the prestige score of the ¢rst job. The results suggest that (a) individual educational performance increases the chances of success at entry into the labour market, (b) the importance of educational performance is greater in the youngest cohort of school-leavers.
Introduction
The topic of this paper is the way in which educational performance of ¢rst job seekers is evaluated and rewarded by employers when deciding whom to employ and for which job. As suggested by Breen et al. (1995) there are two ways of assessing employers'responsiveness to the educational performance of job applicants. One possibility would be to interview the employers and to study their decisionmaking process at the time of employment selection. The other possibility is to test ex-post whether a better educational performance is rewarded better by employers, meaning that it enhances the chances of success at entry in the labour market.The second possibility is the one discussed in this paper.
Thus, in addition to the standard indicators of educational achievement used in previous research on the school-to-work transition (i.e. the level of education and sometimes the educational track), I will also focus on two measures of educational performance: the ¢nal grades achieved in the diploma or degree and the speed with which a given educational quali¢cation is completed. The key question I will address is the following: to what extent do those who have achieved good grades in their ¢nal exams and have also ¢nished their studies on time have higher chances of success at entry into the labour market when compared to those who have achieved bad grades and ¢nished late? Two indicators of success at entry into the labour market are considered: ¢rst, the duration of the search for the ¢rst job and, secondly, the quality of the job achieved measured on a prestige scale.
The case I will analyse is that of Italy. Here the institutional linkage between the educational system and the labour market is weak. 1 Almost all the practical skills required in order to carry out a given employment activity are achieved via on-the-job training. However, the educational system is highly standardized, both at the secondary and at the university level in terms of the curricula and European Sociological Review, Vol. 19 No. 1, 25^40 examination system. In this regard, the Italian educational system does provide employers with clear information that can be used when making decisions about whom to employ (Hannan et al., 1996) . In other words, the certi¢cation of the students' performance at exit from the educational system can be used by employers as an indicator of general productivity or future trainability (Thurow, 1975) .
Substantively, the analysis for the youngest cohort might also shed some light on a puzzling result from educational comparative research: namely, that in Italy (but also in other southern European countries) the unemployment rate of young job seekers is higher among secondary-education diplomaholders and university graduates, when compared to school-leavers with compulsory or lower education (Bowers et al., 1999) .
The structure of the paper is as follows. In the next section I will discuss a general queuing model that o¡ers a simple account of the functioning of the labour market. This model elucidates some issues that have been overlooked by previous research, while o¡ering a framework to link individual decisions and the institutional settings in which the school-to-work transition takes place. In the third section, the case of Italy is discussed with reference to the institutional dimensions of the school-towork transition identi¢ed by previous research in this area. In the next section, the data, variables, and statistical models used in the empirical analysis are presented. Finally, in the last two sections the results of the analysis are discussed and some tentative conclusions are drawn.
A General Queuing Model
Recent comparative studies have not been very explicit when it comes to specifying the mechanism underlying the school-to-work transition. In general, comparative research has focused more on the macro level, trying to explain national di¡erences in the association between education and the ¢rst job in the light of institutional variations (Mˇller and Shavit, 1998) . In the case of the countries with a weak linkage between the educational system and the labour market, such as Italy, educational returns have been interpreted in the framework of a queuing or job competition model (Thurow, 1975) . Thus, education is conceived to be an indicator of general trainability rather than of speci¢c knowledge. Nevertheless, the mechanism that links the institutional setting, the individual actors, and their outcome in the labour market is not fully spelt out. In order to tackle this limitation, I will discuss a simple queuing model that can clarify some aspects of the school-to-work process. In doing this, I rely on some ideas developed by Thurow (1975) and more recently taken up by Boylan (1993) and Sakamoto and Powers (1995) .
The job allocation process can be divided into three phases. First, a vacancy is created and a job position becomes available. Secondly, the vacancy is somehow advertised, people become aware that there is a job available, and those who are interested apply for it. Thirdly, the employer has to choose the best candidate among the applicants for the job. In order to do this, the applicants are ranked according to their observable characteristics, education being one of them. Education is conceived as an indicator of the capacity to acquire the skills required to perform the job on o¡er. The applicant who is ranked at the top of the selection list is chosen for the job. This simple queuing model is not intended to provide a full account of the functioning of the labour-market. Its value here is mainly heuristic. Basically, it makes clear that the outcome in the labour market as a dependent worker, after the occurrence of a vacancy (that means controlling for the structural availability of jobs), is the result of two decisions.The ¢rst one is the job seeker's decision to apply for the vacancy, thus entering the queue for the job. It is important to stress that not all the people who are looking for a job will be interested in applying for a job as a dependent worker. In particular, those who become self-employed will never enter the job queue or will exit it at a certain point. The second decision is that of the employer: she has to choose the best candidate among the applicants who have entered the queue. This sequential decision model suggests that the study of how educational quali¢cations are evaluated and rewarded in the labour market mainly refers to the second decision, i.e. the employer's decision about whom to employ and for which job. The employer's decision is, however, conditional on the fact that the individual has applied for the job.
Thus, one also has to take into account the ¢rst decision, i.e. the job seeker's decision to apply for a job as dependent worker or conversely to become a selfemployed worker.This issue seems particularly relevant in southern European countries that are characterized by high proportions of self-employment (ILO, 1999) . In the case of Italy, if one considers ¢rst entrants in the labour market in the last 20 years, around 14 per cent have started working as self-employed (see table 1 below).
In sum, the queuing model discussed above highlights the need to distinguish between and evaluate the interrelations between the processes that lead to self-employment or dependent employment. It is only in the last case (dependent employment) that education might be used as a criterion in the matching process that sorts people across occupations. 2 Within this framework, it also becomes important to study the institutional context in which the transition from school to work is embedded: which types of signals of the applicant's trainability does the educational system provide? And more importantly, are these signals reliable indicators on which to base the recruitment selection?
The Institutional Embeddedness of the School-to-Work Transition and the Italian Case
In her seminal contribution Allmendinger (1989) made a distinction, afterwards widely applied in the research on school-to-work transitions, between the level of standardization of educational provisions and the strati¢cation of educational opportunities that characterize di¡erent educational systems. More precisely, standardization refers to 'the degree to which the quality of education meets the same standard nation wide' (Allmendinger,1989: 233) .What is important in this regard is whether curricula are nationally de¢ned, teacher training is uniform, there is a national standardized examination system, and there is no large variation in funding across schools and universities. On the other hand, the concept of strati¢cation encompasses two notions: 'the proportion of a cohort that attains the maximum numbers of school years provided by the educational system' and 'the degree of di¡erentiation within given educational level (tracking)' (ibid.). In general, subsequent applications of Allmendinger's typology have tended to separate the notions of cohort attainment and di¡erentiation. Thus, strati¢cation is identi¢ed with di¡erentiation and referred to only in terms of tracking at secondary education and selection procedures occurring at young ages (Hannan et al., 1996) .Variation in cohort educational attainment, conversely, is addressed as part of the problem of 'credential in£ation': the underlying idea is that the value of quali¢cations depends on the number of people of the same cohort with the same level of education (Mu« ller and Shavit, 1998: 6^7) .
With respect to these institutional dimensions, Italy stands somewhere in the middle between the two polar ideal type of Germany (highly di¡eren-tiated and standardized, with a comparatively low cohort proportion at tertiary education) and the USA (low di¡erentiation and strati¢cation with a comparatively high proportion attending tertiary education) (Hannan et al., 1996; Bowers et al., 1999) .
First of all, the Italian secondary education system is highly standardized in terms of funding and teacher quali¢cation requirements, which are the same throughout the country. Curricula are de¢ned by the Ministry of Education and are the same nationwide. Moreover, at the end of secondary education there is a national base examination. 3 Each successful candidate receives a ¢nal grade which re£ects an average between her exam performance and her performance in the last years of high school. This examination result seems to have a generalized value as an indicator of the student's performance at least within the educational system itself: the ¢nal grade at the end of secondary education is one of the criteria considered when selecting candidates for the faculties with numero clauso and in the application for di¡erent types of scholarships.
University education can also be considered to be standardized.The number and types of courses that make up the curricula for the di¡erent faculties are de¢ned at the national level. Upon completion of the studies, the university degree is awarded with grades ranging from 66 (minimum) to 110 (maximum), with the possibility of an additional cum laude.This grade is an average of the grades recorded for each single course taken by the student plus some additional points for a (small) dissertation that the student has to write in order to receive her degree. This grade also seems to have a generalized value at least within the educational system: scholarships (for instance the Leonardo programme) are granted, among other criteria, on the base of the ¢nal grade, and access to specialized masters courses is often conditional on having achieved a minimum grade at university.
With regard to the di¡erentiation in secondary education, the main distinction runs between Licei (academic-oriented schools) and Istituti tecnici/ professionali (technical/vocational schools). Until the end of the 1960s the system was highly di¡erentiated and students coming from Istituti tecnici/professionali had limited access to university. 4 In 1969, under the pressure of student mobilization, access to university was opened with no distinction between secondary education tracks.This is still the rule nowadays. However, clear-cut di¡erences still exist in the curricula of the Licei and Istituti tecnici/ professionali: while in the ¢rst, students still attend Latin and in some cases ancient Greek classes, in the second there are courses that provide, for instance, general vocational education in bookkeeping or some manual training in mechanics.
Finally, Italy ranks low down in a comparison of secondary and tertiary educational attainment. 5 Therefore, the phenomenon of credential in£ation should be less pronounced than elsewhere. However, in Italy as in other countries, an impressive increase in educational attainment has occurred across cohorts: among the school-leavers in the period between 1950 and 1968, 15 per cent had achieved a diploma of secondary education and 4 per cent a university degree. For the educational system leavers after 1980 these proportions have risen to 46 per cent and 13 per cent, which means that they have tripled. Thus, in terms of potential competitors with the same quali¢cation, it seems that the situation of a diploma-holder, and to a lesser extent a university degree-holder, has worsened for the youngest cohort. In addition one has to consider that the youngest cohort has entered a much slacker labour market when compared to the members of earlier cohorts: the average aggregate unemployment rate was 5.9 per cent for the years 1956 to 1968, while it was11per cent for the years1980 to1997.This relative over-supply of quali¢ed entrants in a slacker labour market suggests that in recent years there may have been increasing opportunities for employers to screen among applicants for a job, thus using ¢ner selection criteria, such as the applicants'educational performance.
Following Hannan et al. (1996) , two hypotheses can be put forward. First of all, given the high level of standardization in terms of curriculum and certi¢cation, employers will tend to use educational performance (grades and speed) as a criterion for recruitment in addition to the simple level of achievement.With regard to the queuing model discussed in the previous section, this hypothesis is based on the assumption that, among applicants who have achieved the same level of education, employers consider educational performance as a further indicator of trainability. 6 The second hypothesis is that especially in the youngest cohort, with an over-supply of quali¢ed job seekers for the smaller number of jobs available, employers will tend to base their recruitment decision on ¢ner criteria than the simple level of education achieved. Therefore one can expect that the importance of educational performance for a successful school-towork transition will be greater in the youngest cohort.
Data, Variables, and Methods
The data used in this paper come from the ¢rst wave of the ILFI (Italian Household Longitudinal Survey), carried out in 1997 on a national representative sample of 9,770 individuals belonging to 4,457 households throughout Italy. The analyses have been conducted only for individuals who have held at least one job in the past or who have at least once actively looked for a job (N¼7,550). Eliminating cases where the ¢rst job was abroad or with missing information results in a sample of 7,058 individuals.
I have used two measures of returns to education at entry into the labour market that are the dependent variables of the analysis. First, I have analysed the duration of the episode of ¢rst job search, measured as the time in months elapsed from the beginning of the job search to the start of the ¢rst job episode. 7 People who were still looking for their ¢rst job at the time of the interview are considered as right-censored observations. Secondly, I have studied the quality of the ¢rst job, measured using the de Lillo and Schizzerotto (1985) occupational score.
Accordingly, two analyses have been performed: an event-history analysis to study the duration of the episode of ¢rst job search, and a regressiontype analysis using a sample-selection model to study the quality of the job achieved at entry into the labour market. Previous studies of the duration of ¢rst job search have analysed the entry into the labour market, without distinguishing between self-employment and the dependent status of the job achieved (for instance Bernardi et al., 2000) .The same is true for studies of educational returns in terms of prestige or income associated with the ¢rst job (for instance Schizzerotto and Cobalti, 1998; Breen et al., 1995) . The queuing model discussed in the second section suggests, however, that the processes leading to dependent and autonomous employment are di¡erent. It is only in the case of dependent employment that education is used to screen among applicants for a vacancy. Taking into account these ideas I have analysed separately the processes that lead to dependent employment and to self-employment.
In performing an event-history analysis of the transition into the labour market, I have used a piecewise constant exponential model with competing risks.Thus, the process analysed has a common origin state^being in search of the ¢rst job^and two alternative destination states^¢nding a job as a dependent worker or becoming self-employed (Blossfeld and Rohwer,1995) .With regard to the analysis of the quality of the job achieved at entry into the labour market, I have considered only dependent workers. In order to take into account possible bias related to the fact that dependent workers (or conversely, the self-employed) are a self-selected group, I have employed a sample-selection model (Breen, 1995) . This model consists of two equations estimated simultaneously via the maximum likelihood method: a probit model for the probability of achieving a job as a dependent worker rather than becoming self-employed, and a regression type model for the prestige score of the ¢rst job achieved only for the dependent workers. A formal description of the models and more details on the analyses are reported in the Appendix.
In order to study change over time, the analyses are strati¢ed for di¡erent cohorts of school-leavers.
In particular, the youngest cohort of leavers (since 1980) is compared with the cohort of leavers of the educational system between 1950 and 1968, which is characterized by a much lower proportion of diploma-holders and university graduates. The covariates included in the analysis consist of a set of 'control' variables and some 'key' variables that refer to individual educational performance. Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1 . Two indicators of educational performance have been considered: the ¢nal grades associated with the highest quali¢cation achieved, and the speed of the studies. 8 These two indicators have been speci¢ed only for individuals who have achieved a secondary education or university degree. Technically this was done by specifying an interaction between the level of education (only for secondary and university education) and the educational performance (grades and speed).The actual ¢nal grade (X a ) has been standardized using the formula:
In this way X s varies between 0 (the minimum grade) to 1 to the maximum both for secondary and university quali¢cations. 9 Table 1 shows that the distribution of the ¢nal grades achieved at university is more skewed to the right and with less variation when compared to the same distribution for the grades associated with secondary-education diplomas: this means that most university graduates achieve a high grade and that there is little variability.
The speed of the studies for those who have a secondary-education quali¢cation has been operationalized using a dummy variable that is equal to 1 if the individual has completed the studies on time, i.e. within 5 years, and 0 if the individual has failed at least once during the secondary education studies. At the end of each of the 5 years that make up the secondary-education studies, students are evaluated on their performance during the year, and if they fail to reach a minimum they are not admitted to attend the subsequent level. Thus they are required to repeat the level (year) at which they failed. In practice this means that for every level or year they failed, one additional year of studies is required: so instead of the 5 years it can take 6 or more years to complete the studies. Table 1 shows that 4 out of 5 secondary diploma-holders have achieved their degree within the expected time (5 years). The situation is di¡erent for university-level education. Each faculty has a speci¢c legal duration, ranging from 4 years (the majority of the faculties) to 5 years (engineering) and 6 years (medicine). In practice, however, there is no formal limit to the duration of the studies and although tuition rates have been increasing over time, long university careers are still common. Achieving a university degree on time, i.e. within the o⁄cial legal duration, is quite rare and very demanding: a student has to have ¢nished all the exams on time and has to have written her ¢nal short dissertation as well. In practice, only 1 in 4 students manages to do so and this proportion has declined for the youngest cohort of school-leavers. 10 As control variables I have considered the gender of the subject, her class of origin, geographical area of residence, level of education, and, for those with a secondary or tertiary quali¢cation, the track of their studies. A few clari¢cations should be made. The class of origin refers to the occupational position of the head of the household when the interviewee was 14 and is coded using a ¢vefold version of Erikson and Goldthorpe's (1992) class scheme: large-¢rm employers and self-employed professionals, service class, routine non-manual employees (IIIab), small proprietors with and without employees (IVabc)-and manual workers (V+VI+VIIab). 11 The geographical area of residence is a time-varying variable and is coded in three categories: North-West, South/Islands, and North-East/Centre. 12 This variable is intended to control for the remarkable structural di¡erences that exist in the Italian labour market. In particular, the southern area of the country has historically been characterized by a much higher unemployment rate when compared with the rest of the country. Finally, the subject's educational quali¢cation at the time of commencing her ¢rst job search is coded using a fourfold scheme adapted from the CASMIN classi¢cation scheme: compulsory education or less, short secondary education (3 years), secondary education (5 years), and university education. Additionally, I have considered the track of the secondary or tertiary quali¢cation achieved.Thus, for the secondary education I further distinguish between Licei and Instituti tecnici/professionali. 13 For university degrees I have made a distinction between scienti¢c/technical studies and humanities/legal studies and an 'other' category for degrees that cannot be classi¢ed in the other two. 14 
The Results of the Empirical Analyses
The empirical analysis is divided into two parts. First, I have studied the duration of the ¢rst job search and then the quality of the job achieved. Table 2 shows the results of the event-history analysis of the duration of ¢rst job search. Piecewise constant exponential models have been estimated for the competing risks of entering the labour market as a dependent worker or in self-employment. In discussing the results, I will focus mainly on the transition to the status of a dependent worker to which the hypotheses put forward in the third section refer. Model 1 refers to all cohorts of schoolleavers. It is a baseline model where only the control variables have been included and educational attainment is speci¢ed only in terms of the level of education achieved. The results con¢rm the general picture of the Italian labour market already known from other studies. First of all, there is a negative relationship between the level of education achieved and the chance of ¢nding a job. Moreover, the transition into the labour market is more problematic for women, for residents of the southern area of the country, and for the youngest cohort of leavers of the educational system. The class of origin has no consistent e¡ect on the likelihood of ¢nding a job as a dependent worker, while it plays a crucial role in choosing to become self-employed. The children of small and large proprietors and of the service class are especially likely to become self-employed: they may have an opportunity to enter a family business directly, or their family of origin might o¡er the economic and social resources to start up a new business.
The Duration of Job Search
In Model 2 the variables that refer to the tracking of the educational system and the individuals'educational performance are added. 15 While having attended a vocational/technical secondary school enhances the chances of ¢nding a job, no signi¢cant di¡erence is observed between the holders of a humanities/law and scienti¢c/technical degree. 16 With regard to the individuals' educational performance, having achieved higher grades at the end of both secondary education and university, and having been fast in completing university studies pay o¡ in terms of the chances of being selected for a job. On the other hand, having failed one year of secondary education (being late) does not seem to a¡ect the chances of ¢nding a job. This might be due to the fact that failures are most common in the ¢rst years of secondary education.Thus, the episode of failure is likely to have happened some years before receiving the diploma. Therefore it might be disregarded as a kind of 'accident' at the beginning of the career.
Since the second hypothesis put forward above refers to change over time, separate analyses have been performed for the cohort of school-leavers between 1950 and 1968 (Model 3), and 1980 and 1997 (Model 4). In this way it is possible to compare the experience of the cohort that entered the labour market in the years of rapid economic growth and with relatively few equally quali¢ed competitors, with the experience of the youngest cohort that left school facing a slack labour market and with three times as many potential competitors. In the face of this structural change (fewer jobs and more competitors), has educational performance become a more important signal used by employers in their recruitment decisions? The results of Model 3 and 4 suggest a positive answer to this question, at least with regard to the university degree-holder. In fact, the coe⁄cients for the e¡ects of the ¢nal grade and speed with which it was achieved are not statistically signi¢cant and smaller in the oldest cohort (Model 3), when compared to the coe⁄cients found in youngest cohort (Model 4). On the other hand, the ¢nal grade for the secondary-education diplomaholders also di¡erentiated the chances of ¢nding a job in the oldest cohort.
The ¢ndings for the youngest cohort of schoolleavers are in line with those of previous research on Italian employers and on their recruitment decisions among job applicants with a university degree (La Mendola,1995) .The results of this research show that the grades and speed of the studies are regarded by employers as the most important characteristics in evaluating the applicants curricula vitae (ibid.: 42). 17 In-depth interviews performed in the same research indicate that employers use ¢nal grades and speed in university achievement in order to screen and make a pre-selection of job applicants. The ¢nal selection is then made on the basis of the evaluation of other characteristics of the applicants, such as relational skills, or ability to work in group and to use initiative (ibid.: 81). Still, a good educational performance helps to make the ¢rst but rather crucial step towards ¢nding the job: being considered as a potential candidate and being invited for the job interview.
Overall, these ¢ndings cast some light on the result according to which educational attainment is positively related to unemployment, i.e. that the rate of unemployment is higher among secondary education diploma-holders and university graduates. In fact, the risk of entrapment in unemployment is higher for secondary education and university graduates with a poor record of educational performance.This can be illustrated better if we consider three hypothetical subjects, belonging to the youngest cohort of school-leavers, who are identical with respect to all the independent variables but differ in their performance at university. Hence, in this simulation subject A has a very good education record (¢nal grade¼110 cum laude, on time) subject B has a good record (¢nal grade¼106, on time), while subject C a poor record (¢nal grade¼98, late). A fourth subject, D, has achieved only compulsory education and is equal in all other respects to A, B, and C.The variation in the transition rate when these four prototypical subjects are compared is as follows: the rate decreases by about 47 per cent when subject C is compared to subject D.Thus, in the case of a bad performance at university ¢nding a job is more di⁄-cult when compared to having only completed compulsory education. On the other hand, a good and very good performance at university pays o¡: compared to the subject D, the transition rate to the ¢rst job for subjects B and A is about 6 per cent and 27 per cent higher, respectively. 18 Finally, out of methodological interest, I have reestimated the model for the youngest cohort without distinguishing between the transition to selfemployment and dependent employment (see Model 1: Apppendix Table A.1). With this speci¢ca-tion it can be seen that most of the coe⁄cients are somehow biased (even if not dramatically) since they are a weighted average of the coe⁄cients of Model 4. The biggest problem would arise in interpreting the results for the class of origin that has a positive and signi¢cant e¡ect. One would tend to think that the class of origin also enhances the likelihood of ¢nding a job as a dependent worker, but this is not the case as is shown in Model 4 of Table 2 .
The Quality of the First Job Obtained
In the next step of the analysis I have considered the quality, in terms of a prestige score, of the occupation achieved at entry into the labour market.Thus, in Table 3 I present the results of the self-selection model described in the previous section. This model consists of a simultaneous speci¢cation of a regression equation, whose dependent variable is the occupational score in the de Lillo and Schizzerotto scale only for dependent workers, and a probit model whose dependent variable is having become self-employed rather than having become a dependent worker. In discussing the ¢ndings, I focus on the results of the regression model, since it is to them that the employers' selection process and educational returns refer.
Model 1 refers to all cohorts of school-leavers and is a baseline model where all the 'control' variables are included. 19 First of all, the returns to education are strongly dependent on the level of education achieved. Moreover, while occupational attainment does not depend on the track of secondary education attended, university graduates in humanities/law faculties have lower returns when compared to graduates in scienti¢c/technical faculties. Men are more likely to become self-employed, as indicated by the negative e¡ect in the probit equation. However, when they look for a job as a dependent worker, it is notable that they tend to be selected for better jobs when compared to women, as indicated by the positive e¡ect in the regression equation. The class of origin also plays a role in the process of occupational achievement at entry into the labour market: the children of professionals, service-class, and middle-class white-collar employees and, to a lesser extent, small proprietors are at advantage in achieving a better job as a dependent worker when compared to the children of the working class. Finally, for the youngest cohort of school-leavers there is a higher propensity of becoming selfemployed, while on average educational returns to the dependent workers at entry into the labour market are lower when compared to the older cohort of school-leavers.
In Model 2 the key variables referring to educational performance are included. The ¢nal grades in the secondary-education diploma make a di¡er-ence in terms of the chances of getting a better job as a dependent worker. On the other hand, neither the ¢nal grade in the university degree or the speed of the studies at secondary and university level seems to have a signi¢cant pay-o¡ in terms of the quality of the job obtained. However, if one focuses on the experience of the two cohorts of school-leavers already considered in the previous section, it turns out that over time educational performance has become a more important criterion for success at entry into the labour market. Model 3 shows that for the cohort of school-leavers between 1950 and 1968 none of the e¡ects of the indicators of educational performance is statistically signi¢cant. In contrast, for the youngest cohort of school-leavers the ¢nal grades of the secondary-education diploma and the speed with which the university degree was achieved are highly rewarded characteristics at entry into the labour market. It is also remarkable that the advantage that secondary education guaranteed in respect to compulsory education in the old cohort has been greatly reduced for the youngest cohort.
In the face of a deterioration of the opportunities for secondary-education diploma-holders, educational performance has become a more decisive factor in guaranteeing a better job at entry into the labour market. Moreover, it is worthwhile mentioning two other results for the youngest cohort: both the gender e¡ect and the class of origin e¡ect have faded. Finally, I have estimated an OLS regression for the youngest cohort, including the self-employed in the analysis (see Model 2: Appendix Table A1 ). This modelling strategy leads to very di¡erent and biased results: in this speci¢cation, among the indicators of educational performance, the e¡ect of the speed of university study is not signi¢cant, while the e¡ects of gender and class of origin are positive and signi¢cant.Thus, the conclusions with regard to the functioning of the labour market would di¡er remarkably.
Conclusions
In this paper I have studied how educational performance is rewarded at entry into the labour market. Given the high level of standardization in terms of curriculum and certi¢cation, it has been argued that the Italian educational system provides employers with reliable information on which they can base their recruitment decisions. The empirical analyses con¢rm the hypotheses outlined above: namely (a) that educational performance (grades and speed) in£uences the chances of success at entry into the labour market, and (b) that given the increase in the proportion of individuals with diplomas and university degrees, and the slacker labour market faced by the youngest cohort of school-leavers, the importance of educational performance has increased over time.
As was mentioned before, these results are in line with those of a previous study of Italian employers (La Mendola, 1995) . The investigation of the employers' selection procedure suggests that the ¢nal grades and speed of the studies are considered useful in screening among the applicants for a vacancy and to select a smaller group of potential candidates who are invited for further interviews and tests. Although the ¢nal decision on whom to employ is taken on the basis of other criteria, such as indicators of relational skills and of ability to work in team, a good educational performance helps in making the ¢rst but rather crucial step to the front of the job queue.
Among the indicators of educational performance, the ¢nal grades of the secondary-education diploma and the speed of completion of university study seem to be those that have the highest and most consistent currency in the process of entry into the labour market.With regard to the speed of secondary education studies, it has been stressed that only a minority of students are late at the end of these studies, and that the failure is likely to have taken place at the beginning of secondary-education studies, that means some years before the time at which the person applied for a job. Thus, many things might have changed in the mean time and this probably accounts for the fact that failing one year is not taken into consideration when deciding whom to employ. On the other hand, it has previously been underlined that the distribution of university graduates according to ¢nal grades is more skewed to the right and with less variation when compared to the same distribution of grades in secondary-education diplomas. This might be a reason why the speed of university studies rather than the ¢nal grades achieved is more important in terms of obtaining better quality ¢rst jobs.
Methodologically this paper has shown that failing to distinguish the processes that lead to selfemployment and dependent employment, is likely to imply biased results and incorrect conclusions about the school-to-work transition. For instance, the social class of origin has no clear e¡ect on the likelihood of ¢nding a job as a dependent worker, while it plays a crucial role in choosing to become self-employed. The children of self-employed and service-class parents are more likely to become selfemployed. It was argued that in the ¢rst case, they have the opportunity to enter directly into the family business, while in the second the family of origin might o¡er the economic and social resources to start up a new business.The point here is that if the processes that lead to self-employed and dependent employment are not distinguished, one might tend to speculate that the class of origin also increases the chances of ¢nding a job as a dependent worker.
Substantially, the results presented in this article can help to explain the puzzling positive relationship between educational attainment and the unemployment rate amongst ¢rst job seekers that is known to exist in Italy. It has been shown that secondary education diploma-holders and university graduates with good educational performance actually have a higher chance of ¢nding their ¢rst job, when compared to school-leavers with compulsory education.Thus it seems that educational attainment also has a pay-o¡ in Italy, in terms of the duration of the job search, provided that a good educational performance has been achieved. 20 Finally, the ¢ndings presented in this paper suggest a line of further investigation: if educational performance is important at entry into the labour market, how does the class of origin a¡ect it? Examining in more detail the nexus between the resources associated with the family of origin and educational performance over and above the simple level of education achieved, might enable a better understanding of the mechanism underlying the intergenerational transmission of privileges in contemporary society. Notes 1. It should be stressed that in this article I refer to the Italian educational system prior to the reforms that were implemented at the end of the 1990s.The implementation and impact of these reforms were not fully clear at the time of writing. 2. This is not intended to mean that there are no educational returns at all, for those who decide to become self-employed. Here the point is that the discussion on queuing models and education as a signal of trainability only concerns dependent employment. 3. This ¢nal exam and scale of the grades has changed over time. In spite of these changes the procedures and standards of the examination have always been set on a national basis. 4. For a more detailed description of the tracks at the level of secondary education see Schizzerotto and Cobalti (1998) .
5. In 1996 among people aged 25-34 the proportion of those who have attained at least a secondary education degree was 52% in Italy, 86% in Germany, and 87% in the USA (OECD, 1998). 6. Di¡erent explanations can be given to justify this assumption. A better educational performance, among people who have attained the same level of education, might be a signal of (a) higher cognitive skills, (b) better adaptation to the rules of the educational environment, (c) stronger commitment to achievement. It falls outside the scope of the present article to examine which of these characteristics are actually associated with trainability and how this association comes into being. Here, it seems enough to stress that each of them might plausibly be associated with trainability. 7. In the ILFI survey, those who have worked at least once in the past were asked: 'How long had you been actively looking for work before you started your ¢rst job?'. 8. In principle, there might be a trade-o¡ between grades and the speed of the studies, especially at university level. A student might decide to be satis¢ed with low grades in order to ¢nish the studies faster or, conversely, aim at very good grades and take more time to ¢nish the studies. In practice, however, this type of trade-o¡ does not seem to exist: those who have completed their period of study on time have higher grades on average, when compared to those who ¢nished late (¢gures not shown here). 9. For the secondary education, Xmin¼36 and Xmax¼60 (before 1969, Xmin¼6 and Xmax¼10) . For university degrees, Xmin¼66 and Xmax¼113: having achieved cumlaude has been equated to 3 additional points. 10. The indicator has been constructed by comparing the duration of University study for each individual with the legal duration of the faculty in which he/she was enrolled. 11. In the Erikson and Goldthorpe scheme large-¢rm employers and self-employed professionals belong to the service class. Here a distinction is made since dependent/autonomous employment is an important dimension of the analysis. 12. In order to make the sample selection model estimable, this variable has been included in the probit model but omitted from the regression model: see the Appendix for a discussion of the rationale of this assumption and for a test of it. 13. Technically, this distinction is speci¢ed in the statistical models as the interaction between a dummy variable equal to 1 for Istituti tecnici/professionali and the category secondary education (5 years) for the variable relating to the level of education. The same type of interaction has been used for the tracks at the university level. 14. The technical/scienti¢c group includes: medicine, engineering, scienti¢c faculties (maths, physics etc.), and agriculture.The humanities group includes: law, social and political sciences, economics, and literature. 15. As mentioned above, the variables that refer to the educational tracks and individual educational performance are introduced into the model as an interaction with the variable relating to level of education. Thus, the interpretation of the e¡ect of the level of education (only for secondary and university education) changes in Model 2. For instance, the category 'university' now refers only to those who have achieved a minimum grade, have been late in ¢nish-ing their studies, and have attained a scienti¢c university degree. 16. The fact that no di¡erence is found between humanities/law and scienti¢c/technical degrees is likely to be due to the high internal heterogeneity of the two groups.The limited number of cases has removed the option of using a more re¢ned classi¢cation. 17. The ¢nal grades and the speed of the studies are considered 'very important' in evaluating applicants for a vacancy by 72% and 64% of employers, respectively (La Mendola, 1995: 42) . The only characteristic that seems to be regarded as more important, for men, is having already completed military service. 18. The formula to compute the variation in the transition rate, comparing subject C and subject D is (Blossfeld and Rohwer, 1995: 92) It still remains to be explained why secondaryeducation diploma-holders and university graduates with average or bad educational performance run a comparatively higher risk of entrapment in unemployment. In this respect two phenomena may be concurring to reduce the demand for highly quali¢ed school-leavers: (a) the block in public employment hiring since the late 1980s; (b) the under-investment in research and development by Italian ¢rms (Reyneri, 2000) . simultaneously using the maximum likelihood method. Formally, the education returns can be expressed as:
(education returns)
where Y are the educational returns in terms of the prestige associated with the ¢rst job, X are the characteristics on which the educational returns depend, and u1 is the error term, assumed to be normally distributed with mean zero and constant variance. However, the employers' reward for the individual characteristics is observed only for the dependent workers.Thus,Y is observed if:
(selection: dependent-versus self-employment)
where Z is a set of covariates that a¡ect the decision to enter the queue for dependent employment and u2 is the error term, assumed to be normally distributed, with mean zero and constant variance. If r ¼ corr(u1,u2) 6 ¼ 0, standard OLS techniques applied to the ¢rst equation lead to biased estimation. It is possible to test the null hypothesis that r¼ 0 using a likelihood ratio test that compares the joint likelihood of an independent probit model and a regression model against the sample selection model likelihood.
In order for the model to be estimable, there should be at least one variable in Z not included in X. In the analyses, the variable geographical area has been included in the probit model but omitted from the regression model of the self-selection. Substantially this means, assuming that the geographical area might a¡ect the decision about becoming dependent or self-employed, but not the educational returns to the dependent worker. Empirical evidence suggests that the assumption of no e¡ect of the geographical area on educational returns is reasonable: the average prestige of the ¢rst job for dependent workers is 30.2 with 95% con¢dence interval (29.4, 30.9) in the 30.0 (29.3, 30.8) in the North-East, and 30.7 (30.0, 31.4) in the Centre-South.
